Why is it a sin? It's is a by-product of an adaptive system property: It's often useful to forget old and outdated information that is not relevant any more (to be able to act appropriately). It can also be useful to be able to forget unwanted thoughts that were memorized involuntarily. The sin is, that we either lose too much information or things that we might need later. Which is, when we realize the transience of memory.
What's the empirical evidence? Empirical evidence dates back to Ebbinghaus (1885) who showed that forgetting is a (power)-function of time. The rate of forgetting slows down with the passage of time. To date, it's unclear, what causes this sin, probably a mixture of decay, interference and overwriting, with an emphasis on the latter two. The causes of transience seem to be different for STM as opposed to LTM. Structures in the medial temporal lobe seem to be the basis of LTM, while structures in left parietal and left inferior prefrontal cortex seem to be the seat of working memory (STM).
What's an example? There are many possible examples. Being unable to remember information that one encoded a couple of years ago, forgetting a phone number that one just looked up, etc.
2: Absent-mindedness
What is it? This refers to a failure of attention, either at the encoding stage or at the retrieval stage.
Why is it a sin?
It´s an adaptive feature of memory to encode information selectively, particularly useful information, while trying to avoid to store useless details. It´s also adaptive to be able to move attention around quickly or to be able to divide it. It becomes a sin, if we are unable to direct the attention to the things that we will need to remember later or if we encode relevant things on a level that is too shallow for long term retention.
What's the empirical evidence? Recent neuroimaging evidence suggests that one possible cause of memory-failure can be already at the encoding stage. Also, studies on change blindness suggest that we often fail to encode important information, due to limits of the attentional system.
What's an example? Paying attention to something else, while one should encode information: Daydreaming in lectures, not paying attention to where one puts the keys, reading and watching TV, etc.
3: Blocking
What is it? A failure to retrieve or access deeply encoded information -a temporal (as opposed to permanent in transience) inability to remember.
Why is it a sin?
It is important and adaptive to suppress/inhibit most memory contents for most of the time (to retain the ability of the organism to act in accordance with the goals in any given situation). In particular, things that are similar but not exactly the same as the target need to be suppressed. This ability of being aware of only very few and specific memory contents turns into a sin when one suppresses information that one wants to be aware of and is hence an exaggeration of this ability. It can also be seen as a perversion of this ability, since one is being aware of the similar contents, but not the target, since it is strongly inhibited. So this sin reflects a tradeoff between and selectiveness of recall. This tradeoff is implemented in the memory systems of the brain.
What's the empirical evidence?
The most famous empirical evidence concerns the socalled Tip-of-the-tongue (TOT) phenomena: Being unable to recall a particular information (often names), while knowing that one knows the information, feeling temporarily blocked. It could be shown that TOT occurs more often if similar words were presented as cues for remembered words (as opposed to unrelated or unfamiliar cues).
What's an example? Being unable to recall the name of a former classmate in highschool because one can only think of some other former classmate (that is blocking the similar content). This is usually a very embarrassing situation to be in, since it´s considered rude not to recall the name of someone.
4: Misattribution
What is it? It is basically a failure of source-memory: Being able to remember the content but forgetting the actual source of the information and attributing it to some other source. This can take various forms, even to the point where one thinks that real events were only imagined or things that were only imagined are thought to have happened.
Why is it a sin?
The adaptive feature is to form semantic information from various similar episodes. It would be very confusing to always remember every single instance of learning something when one wants to remember a particular fact. In many cases, it´s not relevant what the source was. Often, it is enough to remember the gist of a situation. The problem arises if this system works too well and we need to remember the particular source. Often, we will not be able to distinguish different sources. What's an example? There are many possibilities. Importantly, a large part of the advertising industry seems to depend on this effect.
5: Suggestibility
What is it? This refers to the possibility to "remember" something while the only basis for this memory is that it was suggested to us by someone else (without a real basis).
Why is it a sin? It reflects several principally adaptive features of our memory: The constructive nature of memory, the plausibility checks that are active in memory, etc.
What's the empirical evidence? People can be made to believe that things happened to them that never did (if it is plausible that they could have happened). Often by imagery.
What's an example? Being asked by someone to remember something vividly that never happened and "remembering" the event. Happens in the courtroom every day.
6: Bias
What is it? Misremembering due to the influence of current knowledge, emotions, beliefs, etc. Usually selective or distorted recall, in accordance with our beliefs, schemata Why is it a sin? Information processing with Schemata is highly efficient and adaptive, allowing to process a lot of information rapidly (using the default values of Schemas). Schemata also organize our knowledge. The problem arises when these default values interfere with memory and override things that actually happened (or fill in the blanks).
What's the empirical evidence? Memory for relationship history depends on the current state of the relationship. Also, people remember things about the actions of certain population groups better that fit the stereotype about this particular group.
What's an example? Remembering bad actions of a person that one immensely dislikes better than the good actions of this person. Also: Hindsight bias (basically).
7: Persistence
What is it? Persistence occurs when memories that should be forgotten cannot be forgotten. Usually, they are linked to strong emotional experiences.
Why is it a sin? We need to learn from our experiences. Experiences with strong emotional values are usually particularly important. Hence, it's adaptive to retain them (in order to avoid making the same mistake again in the future).
What's the empirical evidence? It causes intrusions that interfere with the everyday functioning of the individual. Much evidence comes from patients with PTSD.
What's an example? A traumatic breakup of a relationship, accidents. Enough said…
